Sustainability : a cross-cultural comparison of attitudes and behaviours by Brennan, Linda et al.
          Deakin Research Online 
 
This is the published version of the abstract:  
 
Brennan, Linda, Binney, Wayne and Grant, Sharon 2008, Sustainability : a cross-cultural 
comparison of attitudes and behaviours, in Managing and Marketing Organizations in An 
Era of Global Complexity : Academy of World Business, Marketing & Management 
Development 2008 Conference, Academy of World Business, Marketing and Management 
Development, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.  
  
Available from Deakin Research Online: 
 
http://hdl.handle.net/10536/DRO/DU:30040104 
 
Reproduced with the kind permission of the copyright owner.  
 
Copyright : 2008, Academy of World Business, Marketing and Management 
Development 
 SUSTAINABILITY: A CROSS-CULTURAL COMPARISON OF ATTITUDES AND 
BEHAVIOURS 
 
Linda Brennan  
Swinburne University of Technology 
 
Wayne Binney  
Victoria University 
& 
Sharon Grant  
Swinburne University of Technology  
 
ABSTRACT 
This study examines the relationship of cultural background to sustainability-relevant attitudes 
and behaviours. MANOVA results indicated that East and West are converging on materialism, 
and that there are no cross-cultural differences in behaviours relating to the conservation of 
natural resources. However, South East Asians appear to be more inclined to minimise 
consumption than are Westerners. The results suggest that cross-cultural differences should be 
taken into account in promoting pro-environmental attitudes and behaviours around the world. 
 
BACKGROUND 
Hurricanes, flooding, starvation, the Kyoto Protocol – the relationship between these 
factors and sustainability is well understood in the biological and environmental sciences 
(Abidin & Pasquire, 2005). However, the social-sciences have yet to fully explore the 
relationship between person factors and environmentally „friendly‟ attitudes and behaviours, 
and the implications for bio-spheric risk (Benn & Dunphy, 2002c).  
 The aim of the current research is to explore cross-cultural differences in attitudes and 
behaviours relevant to sustainability. Although there is anecdotal evidence to suggest that 
people from different cultural backgrounds feel differently about the environment and behave 
differently when it comes to „green‟ behaviours (Meader et al., 2006), empirical research on 
this topic has been scarce. Mostafa‟s (2007) recent study of Egypt revealed a growth in 
awareness of environmentally-conscious consumption in the East, whereas the West has been 
evolving environmental consciousness since the early 1970s oil crisis (Schlegelmilch et al., 
1996). This paper explores cross-cultural differences (e.g., Eastern versus Western) in relation 
to three variables: materialism, conservatism, and pro-environmental consumerism. These 
variables are described in more detail below.  
 
MATERIALISM 
There has been a plethora of work on variables such as environmental attitudes, 
concerns, consciousness, and values, and related constructs (Bamberg & Moser, 2007; Barr & 
Gilg, 2006; Bhate, 2001c; Chamorro et al. in press; Diamantopoulos et al., 2003; Fujii, 2006c; 
Homburg & Stolberg, 2006c; McDonald & Oates, 2006; Mostafa, 2007; Reser & 
Bentrupperbaumer, 2005; Sexton, 2006; Saunders et al., 2006; Thogersen, 2006). The rationale 
is that environmental attitudes and values should be an indicator of intentions to behave. The 
theory of reasoned action and planned behaviour would suggest that intentions are a proxy for 
actions under some circumstances (Fishbein et al. 2003). However, it is difficult to establish a 
direct link between environmental cognitions and behaviours given that:  
 
“Nobody typically sets out to intentionally harm the environment. In fact, it is virtually 
impossible to find anyone in either the public or private sectors who does not openly 
 embrace protection of environmental quality and public health as a core value (Sexton, 
2006 p. 210).”  
 
That is, we can probably expect most people to espouse pro-environmental thinking even if 
they do not necessarily engage in pro-environmental behaviour (Barr, 2004; Barr & Gilg, 2006; 
Gilg et al., 2005)
1
. Accordingly, rather than examining pro-environmental attitudes per se, it 
may be more fruitful to examine attitudes concerning factors such as materialism, that have an 
impact on sustainability (although a range of attitudes might be relevant here, the current 
research will focus on this factor only). Jones et al. (2006) found that non-material aspirations 
are important in the decision to use less, and few would challenge the notion that the over-
accumulation of material possessions is environmentally „expensive‟ (Meagher, 2007). 
According to the Ecological Footprint Sustainability Measure, an independent measure based 
on United Nations statistics, the current level of consumption and production is 25 per cent 
higher than the Earth‟s sustainable carrying capacity (United Nations, 2007).  
 
CONSERVATISM AND PRO-ENVIRONMENTAL CONSUMER BEHAVIOUR 
To protect the environment, people must be willing to behave in ways that can be 
uncomfortable (not using air conditioning) (Thogersen, 2004), inconvenient (sorting the 
recycling) (Osbaldiston & Sheldon, 2003), unpleasant (composting and distributing the end 
product) (Thogersen, 2006) or even dangerous (Alkire, 2005). Based on a cluster analysis of 
„green‟ behaviours, Gilg et al. (2005) identified four types of environmentalists, ranging from 
„committed environmentalists‟ through to people who are „not at all environmentally active‟. 
Another aspect of environmental behaviour, first identified by Leonard-Barton (1981), is 
voluntary simplicity (VS): a voluntary decision to use less and live more simply (see also 
Bekin et al., 2005; Craig-Lees & Hill, 2002; Huneke, 2005; Shaw & Newholm, 2002; 
Zavestoski, 2002). VS can be distinguished from non-voluntary simplicity, in which there is no 
choice but to use less and live more simply e.g., due to poverty. Furthermore, there is a 
difference between VS and choosing to practice sustainable consumption (Young et al., 2004).  
While „green‟ supporters are often characterised as no more than „tree-hugging 
radicals‟ (Craig-Lees & Hill, 2002), VS may be more about lifestyle than radical 
environmentalism (Bekin et al., 2005). For instance, VS could represent an attempt to escape 
the complicated and stressful lifestyle typically led by 21
st
 century Westerners. The recent 
growth in VS is possibly a response to growing unhappiness with materialism, rather than 
direct motivation to live more sustainably for others (McDonald & Oates, 2006; McDonald et 
al., 2006). Saving „the world‟ is a quite different concept from saving oneself from a stressful 
life in the „rat race‟. Nonetheless, Huneke (2005) found that the main reason for adopting a VS 
lifestyle was concern for the natural environment.  
To capture the VS construct, the current research examined self-reported behaviours 
related to (a) the conservation of natural resources e.g., energy, water (using less) and pro-
environmental consumer behaviour e.g., minimising consumption (living simply).  For a 
comprehensive overview of pro-environmental behaviour research, see Bamberg and Moser 
(2007).  
 
METHOD 
Participants were recruited using the non-probability sampling method of purposive 
sampling. Participants were selected for inclusion in the sample on the basis that they were (a) 
                                                 
1
 We acknowledge that while pro-environment values alone are not be sufficient for pro-environment behaviour, 
they are important in as much as they increase the likelihood of environmentally-friendly decision making 
(Rokeach, 1973; Shaw et al., 2005; Shean & Shei, 1995).  
 
 business students, (b) studying in an Eastern (Malaysia) or Western (Australia) country, and (c) 
enrolled at similar institutions (this criterion ensured a „match‟ between the Australian and 
Malaysian students; the institutions included in the study attract similar students in terms of 
demographic background and educational attainment). Business students were deliberately 
selected with the aim of securing a cohort of people of similar age, occupation, and income. 
Two hundred and forty-two undergraduate and postgraduate university students 
studying business in Australia and Malaysia completed the survey. Of the total pool of 
students, 65 were studying in Australia and 177 were studying in Malaysia. The response rate 
was approximately 25%. The age range was 18 to 29 years, although 85% of participants were 
aged between 20 to 24 years.  
Participants completed a three-page questionnaire either on-line or in hard copy. Where 
possible, existing scales were used; however due to cultural and language translation issues, 
most scales had to be simplified in terms of the English level reading requirement. Materialism 
was assessed using an adapted version of Richins and Dawson‟s (1992) scale (Cronbach‟s 
alpha for this study = .69). A measure of Voluntary Simplicity was developed based on 
Osterhus (1997) and Huneke (2005) (see Results below). Ethics clearance for the research was 
obtained.  
 
RESULTS 
Data were checked for missing values, cleaned, and assessed for normality. Missing 
values were replaced using the Estimated Means method. An exploratory factor analysis 
(Maximum Likelihood Extraction with Oblimin Rotation) of the voluntary simplicity items 
revealed two factors with Eigen values greater than 1. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) 
measure of sampling accuracy was 0.81, and Bartlett‟s Test of Sphericity was highly 
significant (>.001). Based on the items underlying each dimension, the factors were labelled: 
„Conservatism‟ and „Pro-environmental Consumerism‟ (see Table 1 below). Internal 
consistency reliabilities (Cronbach‟s alpha) were .78 and .73 respectively for the two factors.  
 
Table 1. 
Factor Loadings for VS Items 
 Factor 
Item 
 
Conservatism Pro-
environmental 
Consumerism 
I save water whenever I can .82 -.14 
I save energy whenever I can .74 .04 
I encourage others to conserve .68 -.08 
I reduce waste wherever possible .58 .08 
I only use heating or air conditioning when 
the weather is extreme
a
 
.40 .12 
I recycle whenever possible
a
 .38 .17 
I only replace things when they are worn 
out
a
 
-.09 .84 
I repair things rather than buy new ones 
wherever possible
a
 
-.02 .70 
I buy environmentally friendly products 
whenever I can
a
 
.21 .49 
I buy from local producers whenever I can
a
 .05 .44 
Note. Items dominating each factor are shown in bold. The following item cross-loaded and was therefore deleted 
from the final solution, “I compost everything I can”. 
a
These items were adapted from Huneke (2005). The remaining items were adapted from Osterhus (1997). 
 For the purpose of analysis, participants were grouped on the basis of cultural 
background. Three main groups emerged: Western (Australian, European; 10.3%), South Asian 
(Bangladeshi, Indian, Sri Lankan; 9.1%) and South East Asian (Indonesian, Malaysian, 
Singaporean, Thai and Vietnamese; 72.3%). The remaining participants were from China 
(2.5%), Honduras (0.4%), Iran (4.2%), Taiwan (0.4%) and Turkey (0.8%). These participants 
were excluded from further analysis on the basis of insufficient sample size. In addition, the 
South East Asian category was predominantly Indonesian (41%) and Malaysian (57%). Thus, a 
decision was made to split this category into „Malaysian‟ and „Indonesian‟ participants. The 
remaining South East Asian participants (2%) were excluded from further analysis.     
A MANOVA was conducted with cultural background as the independent or „grouping‟ 
variable and materialism, conservatism, and pro-environmental consumerism as the dependent 
variables. Omnibus (overall) F revealed a significant main effect for cultural background, 
Wilks Lambda F(9, 499) = 2.24, p<.05. However, Univariate Fs indicated that only pro-
environmental consumerism was significantly affected by cultural background: F(3, 207)=4.16, 
p<.01. Post hoc tests (Tukey‟s HSD) revealed that Westerners scored significantly lower than 
both of the South East Asian groups (i.e., Indonesians and Malaysians) on pro-environmental 
consumerism, but there were no significant differences between the remaining groups (see 
Table 2). 
 
Table 2  
Within-cell means for Materialism, Conservatism and Pro-environmental Consumerism by 
Cultural Background 
 
 Factors 
Independent variable Materialism Conservatism Pro-environmental  
consumerism 
Cultural background 
 
n M M M 
Western 20 4.13 4.73 3.99 
Indonesian 69 4.68 5.06 4.77 
Malaysian 100 4.45 5.08 4.73 
South Asian  22 4.53 5.08 4.42 
 
DISCUSSION 
The results show that differences exist between cultural groups for some sustainability-
relevant variables but not others. There were no differences in materialism or conservatism for 
Eastern and Western groups however South East Asians scored significantly higher on pro-
environmental consumerism than did Westerners. These results suggest that East and West are 
converging on materialism, most likely due to the recent growth in economic well being, 
including growth in newly developing South Asian countries. The impact of materialism is 
potentially devastating if a consumption level comparable to the developed, Westernised 
countries becomes the norm. The results for conservatism and pro-environmental consumerism 
suggest that there are no cross-cultural differences in behaviours relating to the conservation of 
natural resources (using less). However, South East Asians appear to be more inclined to 
minimise consumption (i.e., live simply).  
Limitations of the current research include the small sample, the use of a non-
probability sampling method (including the over- and under-representation of some cultural 
groups), and the use of a limited age/occupational group. The limitations restrict the 
representativeness of the findings. Nonetheless, the results suggest cultural background may be 
an important variable for sustainability research in the social sciences, and that cross-cultural 
 differences should considered in promoting pro-environmental behaviours around the world. 
Future research should incorporate a broader range of age, cultural, and occupational groups 
with a view to further delineating cross-cultural differences in sustainability-relevant attitudes 
and behaviours.  
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